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Authenticity in Glimpses:
Framing Art and Identity in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse and Zadie Smith’s Swing Time
I. Introduction: The Window
Within York Minister Cathedral rests a stained-glass window. The entire window forms a
pointed arch near the vaulted ceiling. Five panels frame the bottom of the window. As the panels
travel upward, multicolored images recite a story. One panel
of glass depicts an angel, a mother, and a newborn. Light
that enters the space reveals a royal blue, crimson red, ivy
green, and canary yellow. A more richly colored glass
replaces that which cracked or faded overtime. A intricate
black piping frames each person in the story, each figure
outlined with intricate piping. Each of the five panels points
upward. Near the top of the arched frame gleam three
Figure 1: A stained glass window in the
Chapter House of York Minister Cathedral in
York, United Kingdom.

flower shaped pieces with nine petals each. Light filters
through the painted story to reveal a kaleidoscope of color.

In the novel Swing Time, Zadie Smith’s unnamed narrator is first introduced to art during
Saturday morning dance classes at St. Christopher’s Church in London. The narrator describes
the church of her childhood—clad and storied with stained glass windows. The narrator
ruminates, “The stained glass told the story of St. Christopher carrying the baby Jesus on his
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shoulders across a river. It was poorly done: the saint looked mutilated, one-armed. The original
windows had blown out during the war” (Smith 12). As a young girl, the narrator notices the
imperfect and somewhat humorous interpretations of the gospel message depicted in stained
glass windows. In this church the narrator begins to fill the roles of an observer, participant, and
artist who filters her experiences through various windows.
In Woolf’s 1927 novel To the Lighthouse and Smith’s 2016 novel Swing Time, Lily
Briscoe and the unnamed narrator discern truth through observing ordinary moments. The
women act as observers because they intuitively notice the people, places, and objects around
them. Both women look through windows throughout each novel. Lily, in To the Lighthouse, and
the unnamed narrator, in Swing Time, look through literal windows of houses and other
buildings. Additionally, Lily’s and the narrator’s perspectives are shaped by the fragments of
diverse cultures, life experiences, and others’ values that create a stained-glass window. Over
time, Lily’s and the narrator’s windows gain a panel, shatter, and require restoration with a new
piece of glass and black piping. The windows begin to shape reality and identity for Virginia
Woolf’s character Lily and Zadie Smith’s unnamed narrator which they then filter. Though the
window frames may seem restrictive, they isolate a scene, allowing each woman to sort or filter
her observations and gain insight through artistic expression. For instance, Lily observes Mrs.
Ramsay and James through the window as they sit inside the Ramsay house. Woolf titles her first
chapter of her novel “The Window” to emphasize Lily’s frequent observation. Lily is not
confined to the Ramsay home, but she sees value in reading the world through a window.
Additionally, Lily and the narrator filter light through the windows of their role models to
sort through the varying perspectives. Lily and the narrator look through the windows of their
mothers, friends, and employers. Each role model presents a perspective for sorting through
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experiences that seems attractive and permanent. For instance, the narrator identifies with Tracey
when she states, “Our shade of brown was exactly the same—as if one piece of tan material had
been cut to make us both” (Smith 9). Tracey and the narrator both come from mixed
backgrounds and resemble each other physically. The unnamed narrator desires to cling to
familiar people to discern her experiences when she is young. However, the visions of Lily’s and
the narrator’s role models often convolute each woman’s ability to filter effectively.
Virginia Woolf’s 1927 novel is set on the Isle of the
Skye in Scotland. Her novel is largely autobiographical. Woolf
based her setting on St. Ives, Cornwall. The Stephen family
took summer vacations to Talland House there for months at a
time from 1882 to 1894, but the family ceased annual trips to
Cornwall once Woolf’s mother died in 1895. Woolf’s
lighthouse in To the Lighthouse reflects the Godrevy
Lighthouse that she often gazed upon while visiting Cornwall.
Figure 2: Godrevy Island and lighthouse in
St. Ives Bay.

Woolf’s father Leslie Stephen described Cornwall as “a

pocket-paradise with a sheltered cove of sand in easy reach (for ‘Gina even) just below” (Tep).
The lighthouse is positioned on an immense hill beside the sea.
In addition to the replication of the Godrevy Lighthouse, Woolf depicts her parents and
siblings through the Ramsay family. Lily Briscoe may represent Woolf or her sister Vanessa Bell
who was a postimpressionist painter (Harrington 364). Bell was part of the Bloomsbury Group, a
group of artists, critics, and writers who lived in Bloomsbury near central London from 1904 to
1940 (“Bloomsbury”). The group influence modern art in Britain immensely. For instance,
Bloomsbury Group member Roger Fry opened the Omega Workshop in July 1913. The
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Workshop acted as showroom and studio for group members, including directors Roger Fry,
Vanessa Bell, and Duncan Grant, to anonymously showcase their art. Members of the
Bloomsbury group created furniture, fabrics, and household accessories that were sold
anonymously by the Omega Workshop. Fry valued the inherent beauty of pieces apart from an
artist’s reputation, hence objects sold and created by artists for the Omega Workshop were
marked with an “Ω” rather than the artist’s name (“The Story”).
According to the Tate Britain, the beach
depicted in Vanessa Bell’s painting, “Studland
Beach. Verso: Group of Male Nudes by Duncan
Grant” (Figure 3), is in Dorset. Bell captures the
beach as a place of leisure activity which was a
new development for upper-class English
Figure 3: Vanessa Bell’s oil paint on canvas, Studland Beach.
Verso: Group of Male Nudes by Duncan Grant (1912)

families in 1912 (Tate). Woolf’s novel depicts
the Ramsays’ vacation at the beach much like

Bell captures the Bloomsbury Group’s leisure time at the beach. The painting reveals the
atmosphere of the Ramsays’ home while the vacation in Isle of the Skye from Lily’s perspective
in To the Lighthouse.
Then, Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay represent Woolf’s parents Leslie and Julia Stephen. In “A
Sketch of the Past,” Woolf explains that her parents were not rich, but they were “well to do”
(“A Sketch” 65). She had literature and education at her disposal and her father was a scholar
though she did not go to school. though she did not go to school; her father was a scholar. Woolf
depicts her mother as the center of the room at dinner parties and family functions much like
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Mrs. Ramsay in To the Lighthouse. Like Mrs. Ramsay, Julia Stephen died young at age fortynine.
Zadie Smith’s novel Swing Time includes several autobiographical influences. Like her
narrator, Smith is the daughter of a Jamaican mother and British father. Throughout her life,
Smith grappled with her identity and sought belonging in the London of her childhood
(Newman). According to Jeffrey Eugenides’s article “The Pieces of Zadie Smith,” Smith’s
mother was born in Jamaica but when she visited the country with her mother, she realized she
did not belong there. Smith grew up in a “working class London neighborhood” (McCauley).
She felt unsettled by economic disparities between people she knew and observed in London
(Newman). Smith explained that her two brothers and she persevered despite their upbringing to
become respected as a comedian, musician, and writer. Certainly, Smith recognizes part of
herself in London where she grew up. However, Smith notices that her identity comprises several
cultures and roles.
Additionally, Zadie Smith’s Swing Time (2016) is inspired in part by her experiences in
Liberia. In Smith’s essay “One Week in Liberia” she describes “the Africa of the imagination”
which references tourists’ inaccurate expectations of Africa. Smith intentionally chooses to refer
to Africa in vague terms to confirm outsiders’ expectations. Also, she explains various African
school projects which seek to promote long-term development through education, particularly
the education of women and girls who are often sexually exploited (“One” 114-115). However,
the narrator travels to Africa to help organize Aimee’s school for girls (Smith 206). Both Smith
and the narrator recognize economic disparity and political turmoil in Africa, and yet Aimee and
the narrator are not equipped to alleviate poverty.
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Amid unsettling encounters, like the unnamed narrator’s experience in Africa, each
woman’s distanced perspective allows her to sort through her experiences effectively. Both Lily
and the narrator sit at a distance from their friends, family, and cultures. While she sits at her
easel, Lily Briscoe is removed from the Ramsays’ summer home. She is poised in painting
posture as she perceives the interaction between Mrs. Ramsay and James. She remains in a safe
space where she can freely express her ideas and opinions upon her canvas. In his article Thomas
G. Matro explains that Lily’s vision is achieved through “complementary juxtaposition” of
relations between colors and shapes she paints (214). Lily perceives differences between James
and Mrs. Ramsay and places these differences in the form of shapes and lines on her canvas.
Within Lily’s painting there is unity because she sorts through James and Mrs. Ramsay’s
interactions. Her canvas acts as a filter for the events and individuals she encounters throughout
the novel because her canvas is an extension of her own perspective.
Similarly, Smith’s narrator experiences distanced perspective from her mother, friends
Tracey and Hawa, employer Aimee, and boyfriend Rakim. The narrator attempts to sort through
the expectations of race in her cultures of London and Africa. She struggles to identify her place
in cultures that attempt to shape her identity based on tradition or cultural expectations. The
narrator must filter light through the window of dance as she views films like Swing Time and
Alibaba Comes to Town. She watches Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” and Aimee’s fragmented
dance. As the narrator views multiple representations of race through dance, she realizes that
there must be another way to express herself that is not confined to black or white. As the
narrator seeks unity, she only finds more contradictions and juxtapositions in her culture.
In their respective novels, Lily and the narrator desire to find the source of light that they
filter—the light that illuminates the stained-glass windows that Lily and the narrator sit behind.
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The window is made up of their varying role models’ perspectives and each woman’s
experiences which comprise her identity. However, Lily and the narrator can see through their
stained-glass windows only intermittently. They realize that their experiences creating and
glimpsing authentic representations of art illuminate their patched together windows. These
artistic glimpses reflect light into Lily’s and the narrator’s perspectives when light seems all but
absent from their lives. Lily and the narrator rely upon art to allow them to see their perspectives
clearly. As the novels progress, the characters begin to recognize their visions or perspectives
more often which leads to identity formation.

II.

A Glimpse of Stability
In Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse and Zadie Smith’s Swing Time, art provides a

glimpse of permanence and stability. Lily Briscoe and the narrator seek a constant lens to frame
their experiences. Through the lens of art, Lily, in Woolf’s novel, and the narrator, in Smith’s
novel, find and foster their identities by sorting through problematic and truthful experiences
they encounter.
Each novel displays the philosophy that art can transcend cultural context and time if
only for a moment. Each novel focuses keenly on characters’ thought patterns as the reader
observes characters’ stream of consciousness over time. While the first part of To the Lighthouse
focuses on a single afternoon, ten years pass in the brief “Time Passes” section. Despite the
passage of time, Lily Briscoe’s art remains constant though she has aged, and Mrs. Ramsay’s
presence remains prominent though she has passed away. Similarly, Smith’s novel details the
narrator’s thoughts and experiences over time. She matures through experiences that broaden her
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perspective, but the novel repeatedly returns to the narrator’s experiences with her first friend
Tracey.
Lily and the narrator filter their perceptions of reality through artistic forms of painting
and dance respectively. The women find that art constantly reappears in their lives. Art is a filter
for their experiences because art is an external representation of each woman’s perspective. Lily
and the narrator begin to unravel their own perspectives through painting and dance as if
rearranging ideas on a page. Dance and painting give Lily and the narrator strength to continue
sorting rather than folding in upon themselves, even though art itself is not stable. The art that
the women cling to is fleeting; it is experienced quickly and then vanishes in a moment. Yet, Lily
and the narrator are certain art will reappear again because their art is like a creative muse that
travels on the wind (Gilbert). It is always present but not always seen or expressed. However,
repetitive glimpses allow the women to sort through the opinions of others that shift constantly.
Role models influence, manipulate, and control Lily and the narrator. Their role models, Mrs.
Ramsay, the narrator’s mother, and Tracey view the world through a specific lens. By
approaching art in their own way, Lily and the narrator discover reality for themselves.
Throughout Lily’s and the narrator’s processes of creating and framing their own art, they begin
to organize their identities.
In To the Lighthouse, Lily is influenced by Mrs. Ramsay’s artistic frame. Mrs. Ramsay is
an artist of illusion. Lily attempts to filter her reality through her own lens or window of painting
rather than Mrs. Ramsay’s lens of illusion and control of relationships. Mrs. Ramsay commands
social interactions; this is made evident during her dinner party where she displays herself and
controls conversation (Woolf 97). Also, Mrs. Ramsay attempts to facilitate marriage between
Lily and Mr. Bankes (Woolf 83). She orchestrates Minta and Paul’s relationship which

Budzikowski 9
eventually falls apart (Woolf 78). She even convinces her son James that they will go to the
lighthouse daily, though the excursion never occurs (Woolf 3). When she returns to the
Ramsays’ vacation home after Mrs. Ramsay’s death, Lily feels pressure to fill Mrs. Ramsay’s
role in the family (Woolf 171). Yet, Lily’s artistic vision appears separate from Mrs. Ramsay,
though Mrs. Ramsay’s voice echoes intermittently in Lily’s head. Lily develops her own vision
throughout the novel.
Similarly, art remains a stable frame for the narrator’s experiences. In Swing Time, Smith
depicts dance as the force that unifies the African and English cultures the narrator experiences
throughout her lifetime. The narrator can chart her identity through dance which she began as a
child. She first participates in dance classes at St. Christopher church in London (Smith 12).
Initially, the narrator reflects that “to me a dancer was a man from nowhere without parents or
siblings, without a nation or people, without obligations of any kind, and this was exactly the
quality I loved” (Smith 24). Dance attracts the narrator because she does not fit into any one
culture or her family.
Both popular and traditional forms of
dance resonate with the narrator. She looks at the
treatment of female dancers of color in the past
and present. As a child, the narrator watched Jeni
LeGon dance to the song “Swing Is Here to Stay”
in Ali Baba Goes to Town (plipskis). LeGon was
Figure 4: Eddie Cantor (left) and Jeni LeGon (center)
perform in the movie Ali Baba Goes to Town (1937).

one of the first African American women to tap
dance professionally (“Jeni”). The narrator must

sort through appropriations of dance, or dance taken without the owner’s permission. Often the
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owners of the “taken dance” are people of color who are mocked and mimicked disrespectfully.
She first observes dance appropriated by Eddie Cantor’s black face performance in Ali Baba
Goes to Town—he problematically mimics African American culture. Later, the narrator’s friend
Tracey mimics LeGon’s performance in the film.
Like Mrs. Ramsay, Tracey is skilled at illusion. The narrator was a young girl when
Michael Jackson’s dance video “Thriller” debuted. Tracey convinces the narrator that her father
danced backup for Michael Jackson (Smith 38). Though the narrator does not entirely believe
Tracey she does not argue otherwise. The narrator dances provocatively to Aimee’s new single at
her friend’s birthday party. Smith explains, in “Zadie Smith: Dance Lessons for Writers,” that
Janet Jackson, Madonna, and Beyoncé “demand” to be copied and mimicked. Like Tracey and
Aimee, the narrator tries to copy the dance she observes because she is sorting through her own
identity. Her perception of dance in London is influenced by Tracey and her mother’s artistic
lenses. Yet, the narrator recognizes that dance transcends her experience in London.
In African culture new to her, the narrator interprets dance for herself. She witnesses the
kankaurang dancer initiate boys into men (Smith 165). She observes young African boys run and
dance while dressed as young leaders of African nations at the opening of the school for girls.
The narrator describes that “verisimilitude had been attempted: he was as dark as the President
and had the same frog face” (Smith 269). The boys dressed as leaders appear like the real thing
but mimic corruption and complexities the children cannot yet understand. The narrator’s
realization that dance transcends London culture gives her hope. Yet, dance remains complex in
a new culture. Throughout the narrator’s glimpses of dance, she oscillates between freedom of
expression and stifled identity. Much like Lily Briscoe, Smith’s narrator encounters the lens of
dance as a way to sort through her identity.
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In To the Lighthouse, Lily returns to her painting for stability. Lily’s observations of the
Ramsay family are connected by art rather than separated by time. She lingers in the Ramsays’
moments of love and recognition. As she observes James and Mr. Ramsay through the window,
she reflects on “how life from being made up of little separate incidents which one lived one by
one, became curled and whole like a wave which bore one up with it and threw one down with it,
there, with a dash on the beach” (Woolf 47). Lily is physically removed from the Ramsay house
and the other characters while painting her canvas on the lawn. However, as an outsider, she
offers new perspective on passing moments of time that Mrs. Ramsay mourns. She recognizes
these glimpses of belonging as indicators of permanence. Lily captures these moments on her
canvas. Once they are painted with her brush, they are permanent like a photograph that acts as a
memory.
Lily’s painting reveals that though ten years’ time passed since Mrs. Ramsay’s death, her
painting and the Ramsay family have not changed. In “The Lighthouse” chapter of Woolf’s
novel, the family returns to the lighthouse where they vacationed for years on end. This chapter
occurs just after the chapter titled “Time Passes.” Mr. Ramsay speaks the words “You will find
us much changed” repeatedly to Lily to will a changed reality amid his family’s mourning
(Woolf 148). His need to express the family’s change implies that the family has not changed
overtime. Rather, Mrs. Ramsay left an emptiness that persists as a void in the family.
Also, Mrs. Ramsay’s death interrupts Lily’s painting process as she returns to the
lighthouse. Lily’s painting remains an outlet of truth and reality for her after Mrs. Ramsay’s
death. Lily knows that “the solution” is to continue her painting after ten years have passed
(Woolf 148) but she is distracted and debilitated by Mrs. Ramsay’s death and the Ramsay family
who mourn around her. Lily’s creative capacity is central to her identity because her art filters
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her perception of reality. However, Lily’s and Mr. Ramsay’s preoccupation with Mrs. Ramsay’s
absence disrupts Lily’s painting process. For instance, Mr. Ramsay looms over her shoulder
which prevents her from painting. Lily explains, “Every time he approached—he was walking up
and down the terrace—ruin approached. Chaos approached. She could not paint” (Woolf 148).
While alive, Mrs. Ramsay had given herself to the family. She intentionally captured the center
of the family’s attention and met their needs. In Mrs. Ramsay’s absence Mr. Ramsay turns to
Lily for sympathy and support. Lily feels Mrs. Ramsay is responsible for the Ramsay family’s
chaos and insufficiency. Hence, Lily’s anger and preoccupation with Mrs. Ramsay inhibits her
from painting. Lily explains, “A brush, the one dependable thing in a world of strife, ruin,
chaos—that one should not play with, knowingly even: she detested it” (Woolf 150). Lily’s art
acts as her refuge when time passes and Mrs. Ramsay dies. Yet, Lily cannot paint because Mrs.
Ramsay’s death left an immense void in the Ramsay family. Furthermore, Lily cannot fill the
void of Mrs. Ramsay’s presence that Mr. Ramsay so desperately requires.
Tension and separation burden the relationship between
Lily and Mrs. Ramsay that is much like the relationship between
a mother and a daughter. The root of Woolf’s mother-daughter
tension in To the Lighthouse stems from her own complex
relationship with her mother. In her essay “A Sketch of the Past,”
Woolf states “the presence of my mother obsessed me. I could
hear her voice, see her, imagine what she would do or say as I
Figure 5: A photograph of Woolf’s
mother Julia Princep Stephen with
Woolf’s sister Vanessa from the early
1880s, Anonymous.

went about my day’s doings” (“A Sketch” 80). Woolf’s mother
died when she was thirteen. Her mother Julia Stephen was the
central figure of each of her childhood memories. Stephen had
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two sides to her character captured by her two marriages to two distinctly different men. She
could be simple and severe in one breath which confused and angered Woolf (89-90). Woolf
experienced catharsis while writing To the Lighthouse. She explains that writing allowed her to
sort through her emotions and experiences with her mother much like Lily Briscoe’s painting
allows her to sort through her obsession with Mrs. Ramsay.
The narrator and her mother in Swing Time parallel Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay. Just
as Mrs. Ramsay disapproves of Lily’s artistic lens, the narrator’s mother disagrees with the
narrator’s actions as a woman. Both Lily and the narrator are controlled by their female role
models’ confident visions. While Mrs. Ramsay believes men and women should interact in
specific ways, the narrator’s mother is a feminist who has specific expectations for women.
The narrator’s mother is a rhetorical artist. She is passionate about public policy and
social reform. Also, she dressed the narrator plainly as a child to represent her “maternal
restraint” of frivolous bad taste (Smith 10). The narrator’s mother represents strength and
individualism that starkly contrasts the narrator’s desire to be a dancer. She believes that the
narrator’s desire to be a dancer fulfills a traditional woman’s role. Additionally, the narrator
never seems able to live up to her mother’s unrealistic expectations for her life. This is evident in
an argument between the narrator and her mother during her mother’s last day visiting the
narrator at college. The narrator’s mother calls her daughter’s college “a ‘trumped up hotel,’ not
a university at all” (Smith 287). She tells her mother to stop visiting her after their fuming
argument. Smith’s narrator must separate herself from her mother’s dominion to find herself.
The narrator finds the possibility of stability through the lens of dance. Initially, Fred
Astaire and Ginger Rogers’s performance of “Cheek to Cheek” in the movie Top Hat (1935)
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fascinates the narrator (Smith 56). She and Tracey are
captivated by Astaire and Rogers’s dancing; they float across
the stage and perform intricate steps. She contemplates dance
that defines and belittles her as an individual. She desires to be
a dancer who captures the eyes of her culture like Astaire and
Rogers. Yet, the narrator realizes that African Americans are
represented by Astaire’s blackface interpretation of
Figure 6: Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers
dance “Cheek to Cheek” in the movie Top
Hat (1935).

“Bojangles” Robinson not as graceful lead dancers. According
to Berkeley University Professor of English Elizabeth Abel,

shadow is another name for blackface. In blackface, the individual still talks like themselves but
looks like someone else. As a result, the blackface performer discards part of his own race to
remove marks of his own heritage and adopt the heritage of another person (Abel 166). This
representation unsettles the narrator as she sorts through her mixed identity. Her experience of
dance in London is confusing since the narrator is a woman of Jamaican and European dissent.
She does not fit into the frames of dancers in the film Top Hat. As a result, the narrator and her
childhood friend Tracey are stifled by their mixed backgrounds that exist somewhere in between
Astaire and Rogers’s swing dance and Astaire’s troubling blackface.
Later, the narrator is troubled as she watches Tracey dance the role of a falsely
represented African American dancer. She describes Tracey as “the very picture of kinetic joy”
when she views the musical poster for Show Boat (Smith 355). However, the narrator does not
understand the complexities of the show when she first sees the promotional poster. Show Boat is
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the first musical made into a film to depict a mixed-race cast. The musical was first performed in
1927. In the article “Only Make Believe: Performing Race in
Show Boat,” Ferber and William A. Henry III argue that the
musical is either severely racist since it stereotypes and
belittles African Americans or it is classic since it depicts the
plight of African Americans through a mixed-race cast
(“Only” 31). Unbeknown to Tracey, she falls into the “tragic
mulatto” character trope. Her character is not valued for her
mixed background but rather pitied for her circumstance.
Figure 7: Promotional poster for the
musical Show Boat (1927).

While watching Show Boat, the narrator desires to “pause her

[Tracey] there in that position for ever” (Smith 359). She is pleased that her friend is dancing
professionally but is troubled by the depiction of the mixed-race dancer. Interestingly, the
narrator describes Tracey as posed in a joyous movement. The narrator desires to capture
“kinetic joy” if only for a moment. Yet, the narrator’s glimpses of dance are often unsettling and
lead to more questions rather than clear answers.
Largely, the narrator observes dance as her vehicle for developing identity. She
encounters dance across cultures. The narrator travels to Africa to develop Aimee’s school for
girls. In her article “One Week in Liberia,” Smith explains that education is supposed to act as
growth and stability for young African girls after the war in Liberia, but teachers are not
educated and tools for education are limited or absent altogether (“One” 117-118). Though
Aimee’s team attempts to create stability, they do not equip the African teachers with tools to
sustain the education system long term. Amid the lack of stability in Africa, the narrator
embraces pockets of permanence through dance.
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In Africa, the narrator’s dance is valued for its blackness because her dance reflects the
culture of the African region. For instance, the Gambian girl Hawa explains that the narrator
does not dance like a white person, but rather a black person (Smith 417). This statement is
problematic because the narrator does not fit entirely into London or African culture. As the
narrator dances among the Africans, she can feel freedom and glimpse stability. For a moment,
the world makes slightly more sense. Through art, the narrator learns to embrace her identity as a
woman of mixed ethnicity and experience. However, she only came to this realization through
experiencing dance across cultural contexts amidst a fluctuating perception of dance. Though she
travels to a new continent, the art of dance remains a consistent filter for the narrator to discern
truth.
Woolf’s and Smith’s novels capture similar depictions of permanence through artistic
expression. Art becomes a coping mechanism for Lily and the narrator in each novel. Lily and
the narrator use their own artistic lenses to sort truth from falsehood throughout their life
experiences. In addition, painting and dance allow them to piece together their identities while
time passes. Both painting and dance are fragmented experiences that the artist skillfully unifies.
Lily’s individual brush strokes on canvas create a fresh perspective. Similarly, the narrator
dances separate movements that she strings together fluidly. Art creates connections for both
women.
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III.

The Purpose of Art
In each novel, art acts as a manifestation of beauty because it frames reality for the

narrator and others who choose to pay attention. Lily Briscoe constantly revises her painting in
an attempt to create meaning for herself, while the unnamed narrator’s mother implies that art is
valued by its performance quality. The narrator and Lily cling to their art as supports for sifting
through their experiences. Art functions as a vehicle to frame and develop the characters’
identities.
The lighthouse acts as a focal point for Virginia Woolf to organize her novel. Roger Fry
once expressed his confusion about the symbolism of the lighthouse to Woolf in a letter. Woolf
responded, “‘I meant nothing by The Lighthouse. One must have a central line down the middle
of the book to hold the design together,’” (Harrington 1). While the Ramsay family is absent
from their home following Mrs. Ramsay’s death, the beam of the lighthouse persists; it alone
remains constant amid change and heartbreak (Woolf 138). Similarly, the lighthouse acts as a
“central line” for Lily while she paints near the Ramsays’ summer home. The lighthouse
functions as a scale. She organizes her ideas relative to herself and lighthouse in the distance.
The lighthouse acts as a grounding principle for Lily. It is a physical reminder of her
surroundings even as she is preoccupied by her own thoughts.
In Swing Time, the narrator’s mother uproots the dirt in her front yard. As she digs the
garden, she performs for the neighborhood while wearing overalls and a yellow bandana on her
head (Smith 59). She intends to use the plot of land as a community garden, but she discovers
clay instead. The land can no longer be used for a garden. She states that her intention was
always to find clay and create pottery with the neighborhood children. The narrator’s mother
participates in politics. Each of her actions has a deliberate purpose often to persuade or

Budzikowski 18
advocate. Hence, once her “garden” turns into piles of clay, she alters its initial purpose. The
narrator’s mother acts much like Mrs. Ramsay as Mrs. Ramsay performs for her dinner party
guests in To the Lighthouse. Both women appear to be authentic, yet they hold ulterior motives
of presentation. The narrator’s mother and Mrs. Ramsay desire to flaunt their knowledge before
others, Tracey and the dinner party guests respectively.
Thus, the narrator’s mother reframes her community garden into a pottery class. The
narrator’s mother creates pottery on her front balcony (Smith 61). She states, “Art means not
having to be useful” (Smith 62). The narrator’s mother’s matter of fact statement about art
surprises Tracey. Like many others in her culture, Tracey believes that an object or individual’s
value lies in its utilitarian function. However, the narrator’s mother dispels her culture’s myth of
utilitarian value, assigning value to an object based on its usefulness or practicality, when she
allows the children to choose what they wish to create. The choice she offers Tracey and the
other children is a deliberate attempt to convince Tracey to broaden her perspective. Also, the
narrator’s mother’s “impractical pots” factoid allows her to parade her own knowledge about a
random civilization of people in front of Tracey. The narrator’s mother and her pottery leave the
narrator slightly confused. For, the narrator’s mother creates pottery for show, rather than selfexpression.
In his chapter “Roger Fry’s Formalism,” F.D. Klingender discusses Fry’s “aesthetic
whole.” Fry introduced Post-Impressionist art to Britain by organizing expositions. He was also a
member of the Bloomsbury Group along with Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell (“Bloomsbury”).
Fry desired unification of fine and decorative arts through the Omega Workshop design firm he
founded in 1913 (“Story”). Also, he felt the form and emotion of art should be bound together.
He referred to this unity as an “aesthetic whole.” Fry sought to merge art and the problems of
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life. The artist had become increasingly isolated and confined to his or her own world during the
creating process. Klingender asks the question, “What else is the work of art but the creative
reproduction of the artist’s perception?” He explains that art is a means for communication.
However, the communicative property of art may manifest itself in self-expression. Similarly,
the narrator’s mother in Swing Time highlights the West African pots that women created as an
expression of their culture and experiences.
The narrator’s mother describes West African village
women who create “strangely shaped pots, impractical pots” for
their beauty alone. She explains “they were actually making pots
just for their beauty—no different from a sculptor—not to collect
water, not to hold grain, just for their beauty, and to say: we were
Figure 9: A Ceremonial Pottery
Vessel, Lobi Burkina Faso, n.d.
from the 20th century.

here, at this moment in time and this is what we made” (Smith 62).
Though the narrator does not recognize it at the time, she begins
framing her identity around her mother’s story of women creating
“impractical pots.” She chooses to see her reality through the
“impractical pot” of dance. While the narrator’s mother stifles the
narrator in many ways throughout her childhood, she presents an
“impractical pot” to the narrator that she will use to frame her identity in

Figure 8: A Vessel possibly for
water or palm wine, Nupe
Nigeria, n.d. from the 20th
century.

the future.
The purpose of the narrator’s art starkly contrasts the purpose of
her mother’s performance art. While the narrator’s mother deliberately

performs and speaks in search of others’ approval, the narrator dances entirely for herself. The
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difference in their performance art is ironic. The narrator literally performs for an audience on
stage, but her dance frames her own vision. She does not seek others’ approval.
Later, the narrator realizes art should be expressed authentically. She observes dance
appropriated by Aimee who uses art for her own purposes. Aimee misuses the art others created
when she frames her dance as a tribute. The narrator sees Aimee’s art as problematic. Aimee
states, “art is not appropriation, that was not the aim of art—the aim of art was love” (Smith 369370). Like the films (Show Boat, Swing Time, and Ali Baba Goes to Town) the narrator watches
as a child, Aimee appropriates art with a personality, physical appearance, and dance that
appears authentic from the surface. Those who believe Aimee’s false gospel of art desire
entertainment. Aimee preaches that art is manipulative and is a means to gain status and desire.
Aimee excels in the art of manipulation. However, the narrator firmly believes that art should be
loved and left alone (Smith 370). The narrator realizes that appropriations often overshadow the
original artist’s intentions.
In To the Lighthouse, Lily Briscoe recognizes artistic scenes that are useless to the world,
but necessary for her survival. She chooses to notice the interaction between Mrs. Ramsay and
James at the window that William Bankes brings to her attention. She states, “It was love, she
thought, pretending to move her canvas, distilled and filtered; love that never attempted to clutch
its object; but, like the love which mathematicians bear their symbols, or poets their phrases, was
meant to be spread over the world and become part of the human gain” (Woolf 47). Lily paints
scenes like this one and Mr. Bankes appreciates the scene intensely, though the scene does not
further society in any way. Instead, Mrs. Ramsay reading to James is a glimpse of human
connection. This love between mother and son cannot be quantified. Lily and Mr. Bankes choose
to notice the scene, and Lily chooses to create a painting to remember it.
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While Mr. Bankes notices the scene Lily paints, he does not understand or clearly see her
perspective. Roger Fry noted in 1920 that “true art is becoming more and more esoteric and
hidden” (Klingender). In other words, authentic art appeals to fewer people while appropriated
art appeals to many. In To the Lighthouse, Lily’s art only appeals to Mr. Bankes. He recognizes
Lily’s unique perspective, though he cannot quite understand it. He does stop to notice Mrs.
Ramsay and James from a distance like Lily. In his article “The Central Line down the Middle of
‘To the Lighthouse,’” Harrington explains, while characters frequently note the Ramsays’ French
style window that opens to the garden, they do not mention the house wall that surrounds the
window (365). The house wall may represent Lily’s broader perspective. Also, Lily’s perspective
is subtle which contrasts the quick-to-comment Mrs. Ramsay. Lily does not flaunt her sorting
lens in front of other characters, rather she conceals her lens.
Lily explains her painting of Mrs. Ramsay and James will be hidden somewhere in the
house out of sight. She contemplates, “Why then did she do it? She looked at the canvas, lightly
scored with running lines. It would be hung in the servants’ bedrooms. It would be rolled up and
stuffed under a sofa. What was the good of doing it then . . .” (Woolf 159). Lily highlights that
art is not utilitarian because it does not need to be displayed to have value. Her art is power. Lily
describes a “rhythm” that carries her along with “its current” while she paints (Woolf 159). An
audience’s response does not validate her art. Lily’s art is like the “impractical pots” of the West
African women the narrator’s mother discusses in Swing Time, although Lily’s intentions for her
art starkly contrast the narrator’s mother’s pottery class performance. Lily’s art allows her to
express herself honestly and openly.
Often, Charles Tansley functions as the cultural force that tells Lily that art must have a
utilitarian purpose. He acts as a voice that discourages Lily while she creates art. Lily tries to
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conceal her artwork from him though he hovers over her shoulder critically, and he tells Lily she
cannot paint or write (Woolf 159). Tansley criticizes Lily’s inspiration because he does not see
through her artistic lens and does not believe women have the capacity to create art. He finds
inspiration in scholarly study and Tansley desires to be a younger version of Mr. Ramsay.
Tansley does not go through the sorting process to develop his own lens because he attempts to
see through Mr. Ramsay’s lens. Since Tansley settles for Mr. Ramsay’s vision he sacrifices the
chance to discern truth for himself and may eventually compromise his own identity. For
instance, Tansley is attracted to Mrs. Ramsay in the novel because she is Mr. Ramsay’s wife.
However, Lily reshapes Tansley’s perspective of belittlement by remembering a glimpse of he
and Mrs. Ramsay writing by the sea (Woolf 160). Though Tansley, the faux intellectual, never
explicitly validates Lily’s art, his actions indicate otherwise. Even Tansley cannot answer the
question, “What is the meaning of life?” but he continues to write (Woolf 161). Art is a way to
sort through complex questions and concepts in a constructive way.
In Swing Time, Tracey mocks the narrator’s vision by appropriating art she observes
much as Charles Tansley evaluates Lily in To the Lighthouse. Tracey uses her body to obtain her
desires. For instance, in grade school Tracey allowed boys to take advantage of her to gain
popularity (Smith 168). She knew how to use her body to dance like Aimee and manipulate her
friends. Dance has never come naturally to Tracey; she must practice meticulously and perform
frequently for an audience’s approval much like Aimee and the narrator’s mother. The narrator’s
artistic purpose is fundamentally different from her role models’ need for affirmation, validation,
and performance. Art provides the narrator a lens to filter her experiences effectively. Also,
dance allows the narrator to separate the influences and motives present within artistic
appropriations she observes. The narrator recognizes fragmentation within her culture and her
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life through her artistic lens, but the narrator frames the fragments she observes in a positive
light. The fragments allow her to comprehend her experiences effectively.
In To The Lighthouse, Lily gradually creates meaning for herself through her daily
revision process. She is often seated behind her easel facing the Ramsays’ house. She is always
observing and painting her reality. When Lily is not at her easel, she is still focused on how she
might revise her painting. For instance, while attending Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party, Lily thinks
about moving the tree in her painting. She reflects to herself, “There’s the sprig on the tablecloth; there’s my painting; I must move the tree to the middle; that matters nothing else” (Woolf
86). According to Harrington, the lighthouse allows her to hold the entire painting together
(365). Lily’s ability to reposition the elm tree in her painting also aids her sorting process.
Altogether, the purpose of Lily’s painting reveals the purpose of each novel (Harrington 365)—
art provides the means to sort one’s experiences effectively. Lily’s keen focus allows her to pick
up where she left off in front of the hedge, tree, and house.
Since Lily painted a glimpse of Mrs. Ramsay reading to James on the porch, she can
instantly return to that moment ten years later. She states, “She had never finished that picture [of
James and Mrs. Ramsay]. She would paint that picture now. It had been knocking about in her
mind all these years . . . she would start at once” (Woolf 147). Then, Lily placed her easel in the
same place on the lawn and continued her picture. Lily recognizes that she is constantly
developing her identity. She values revision—she makes additions to her painting once she
returns to the house. It takes Lily ten years of sorting to understand how she can revise her
painting towards completion.
In each novel, art is an avenue for both Smith’s narrator and Lily to sort through their
experiences to create meaning. Throughout their sorting processes, the characters begin to
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understand themselves increasingly. Lily realizes that she does not need to fill Mrs. Ramsay’s
role in the family to establish her identity. The narrator discovers that her artistic lens is valuable
once her role models are stripped from her life. The characters begin to create their art freely
through their unique perspectives.

IV.

Light, Shadow, and Epiphany
Frequently, Lily’s and the narrator’s perspectives are influenced by their experiences

living in the shadows of others. Lily is shadowed by Mrs. Ramsay and Mr. Ramsay while the
narrator is shadowed by her boyfriends, Aimee, Tracey, and her mother. However, these
shadows eventually give way to light and epiphanies that illuminate the frames through which
the characters perceive reality. The lighthouse reveals patterns and cycles of light in To the
Lighthouse. Light may expose vulnerability and authenticity in glimpses.
Throughout Swing Time, Smith intentionally omits the narrator’s name. An individual’s
identity is recognized when he or she is addressed by name. Dayna Tortorici, editor of n+1, a
magazine of literature, culture, and politics, explains that Smith’s choice to omit the narrator’s
name contributes to her narrator’s shadowed perception of herself. To be addressed by name is to
be known. A person’s name is the first piece of identity that he or she shares during an
introduction. As a result, Smith’s decision to leave her narrator nameless highlights the narrator’s
process of identity formation.
In Zadie Smith’s Swing Time, the narrator describes her college boyfriend’s research
about a girl who was given to Queen Victoria by the King of Dahomey. The girl is African, yet
the Queen names her Sarah and raises her like a white European girl (Smith 292-293). Her
boyfriend, Rakim, rejoices in the black skinned version of European nobility, while the narrator
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is discontent. In response the narrator explains, “I did not want to rely on each European fact
having its African shadow, as if without the scaffolding of the European fact everything African
might turn to dust in my hands” (Smith 294). The narrator desires her own vision of African
culture in a European context. She experiences glimpses of authentic culture in films as a child
and in Africa as an adult. These intermittent illuminations prompt her desire for freedom while
she creates.
Imke Beens explains that Rakim must view either his white or black background with
“otherness” (28). Rakim seeks either one part of his heritage or the other, not a unified identity.
His shadow reveals the narrator’s internal division based on her mixed Jamaican and European
ethnicity. The narrator is caught between two worlds which act as core components of her
identity. Beens explains the narrator’s realization that “she does not need him [Rakim], that her
identity is not divided in a good half and a bad half” (Been 29). She begins to break out of
Rakim’s shadow by filtering light as if she is looking through a stained-glass window made from
fragmented pieces. Art provides a glimpse into her pieced together identity.
Initially in To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Ramsay’s vision prevents Lily from seeing clearly.
Mrs. Ramsay constantly desires to control other people. Glen Pederson states Mrs. Ramsay’s
egocentric vision eliminates her other family members’ perspectives and fractures her
relationships with Mr. Ramsay, James, and herself (Pederson 585). Mrs. Ramsay views herself as
the light; she is the center of her universe and assumes she is the center of others’ as well. Woolf
explains that “For her own self-satisfaction was it that she wished so instinctively to help, to
give, that people might say of her, ‘Oh Mrs. Ramsay! dear Mrs. Ramsay . . . Mrs. Ramsay, of
course!’ and need her and send for her and admire her?” (Woolf 41). In the novel, Mrs. Ramsay
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envisions light radiating from herself as she interacts with others. She believes her presence is
necessary for others to continue their daily lives.
Specifically, Mrs. Ramsay’s control extends to her children. She constantly gives James
hope that they will go to the lighthouse. In the first line of the novel she tells him the family will
go to the lighthouse if the weather is fine the next day (Woolf 1). Despite her promise, Mrs.
Ramsay does not follow through on the family visit to the lighthouse. Pederson argues that James
cannot fulfil his vision of going to the lighthouse until the end of the novel. When Mrs. Ramsay
is dead, she cannot interfere with the family’s plans (Pederson 585). Her egocentric perspective
strains her relationship with her son and husband which she hardly realizes due to her selfinvolvement. In addition, Mrs. Ramsay allows Jasper and Rose to select the jewels that she will
wear to the dinner party. They set opal and gold necklaces against Mrs. Ramsay’s dress like “a
little ceremony of choosing jewels, which was gone through every night” (Woolf 81). Once
again, Mrs. Ramsay is content at the center of her children’s actions. However, Lily does not
partake in Mrs. Ramsay’s ceremonies like Rose and Jasper who idolize their mother. Instead,
Lily can separate Mrs. Ramsay’s vison from her own vision for her life.
In contrast, Mr. Ramsay provides a necessary perspective for his children and Mrs.
Ramsay. He bluntly tells James that the family will not go to the lighthouse (Woolf 14). Mr.
Ramsay grounds his wife. He attempts to ground Lily as well. He belongs to an older generation
that only recognizes traditional light sources like Mrs. Ramsay. He attempts to place Lily in the
void his wife left. He hopes she will offer his family light after his wife’s death. Pederson asserts
that Mr. Ramsay is dominated by his wife in the novel (585). Once his wife dies, Mr. Ramsay
seeks Lily’s pity to lessen the responsibility that has fallen into his lap. However, Lily does not
fit the model of radiance that Mrs. Ramsay once embodied. Lily will not provide Mr. Ramsay

Budzikowski 27
with the sympathy he needs (Woolf 150). She does not desire to control the Ramsay family with
her vision.
In addition, Zadie Smith’s narrator devoted about ten years of her life to the popstar
Aimee. She did not initially pursue the job, but once employed the narrator sacrifices herself to
serve Aimee. Tortorici explains that the narrator realizes that she attaches herself to the light of
other people and experiences herself as a shadow throughout the novel. The narrator realizes she
has been in Aimee’s shadow when she loses her job. The narrator grasps that all her friends are
either Aimee’s friends or are connected to Aimee (Smith 431). This truth is not illuminated until
she has lost her job and lifestyle. Without Aimee, she is no longer in the shade, yet the narrator
still does not value her own vision. Instead, she is content living in the fleeting shadow of
another person as if that person is permanent.
However, Aimee’s actual lifestyle is meaningless to the narrator. She is not attracted to
Aimee’s new flashy light that appeals to popular culture, much like Lily is not entranced by Mrs.
Ramsay’s light. Yet, the narrator has trouble moving on from Aimee’s shadow not because she
values Aimee’s perspective but rather because her routine has been altered. The narrator was
accustomed to “devoting all time and energy to somebody else’s existence, to somebody else’s
desires and needs and requirements. It’s a shadow life and after a while it gets to you” (Smith
431). The narrator desires to move on after she is fired from her job as Aimee’s assistant, but all
her personal connections are tied to Aimee. Also, her lifestyle in New York was funded by
Aimee. The narrator seeks permanence in the “shadow life” that has already faded away rather
than grasping her new freedom. While living in Aimee’s shadow, the narrator compromises
pieces of herself and repeatedly denies her own capacity for unique vision.
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Throughout To the Lighthouse, Lily is a filter for light. Lily is the filter that the light from
the lighthouse passes through to reach the water and the shore. She notices the cycle of light that
the lighthouse offers for boats to safely find the shore. She sits at a distance from the Ramsay
family and paints strokes on her canvas which provide a unique perspective of ordinary scenes.
For instance, Lily paints Mrs. Ramsay reading to James on the porch as a purple triangle shape.
In her painting, she juxtaposes light and dark (Woolf 52). Lily focuses on balance as she filters
what she perceives into her new reality upon her canvas. She discusses her painting with William
Bankes: “Mother and child then—objects of universal veneration, and in this case the mother
was famous for her beauty—might be reduced, to a purple shadow without irreverence” (Woolf
52). Lily can strip down Mrs. Ramsay’s relationship performances to their core. She can separate
Mrs. Ramsay from the façade she presents to others.
Her painting acts as “a tribute” which is not Mrs. Ramsay and James but rather the
interplay of light and dark (Woolf 53). As an authentic tribute, Lily’s picture honors Mrs.
Ramsay and James. Lily perceives the broader picture like a filter for light coming from the
lighthouse. She offers her perspective to Mr. Bankes who has never considered light and shadow
as integral elements of perception (Woolf 53). He attempts to view scenes from Lily’s
perspective, but he has not practiced discernment like Lily. Mr. Bankes goes to the lighthouse
metaphorically and looks over the rail at the light that shines on the ships and people on the
island below. He alone views Lily’s painting and she explains her artistic choices to him, but he
does not fully understand them. Lily can see the broader picture while holding a paint brush in
her hand. In this way, Lily’s artistic process enables her to filter her observations.
Lily makes observations from the lighthouse’s distanced perspective while describing the
guests at Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party (Woolf 84). Lily is a filter behind the window of the
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lighthouse through which light passes. Others at the party are ships drifting towards the horizon.
In the scene, Lily notices Mrs. Ramsay’s remoteness from the party guests. She notices Mr.
Bankes’s agency. Then, she can step back from her own painting and realize that the tree must be
moved to maintain the balance.
Similarly, the narrator functions like a stained-glass window who filters fragmented
glimpses of light. Much like Woolf’s lighthouse pattern, the narrator only observes intermittent
flashes of light in her culture. Often, the light is appropriated or filtered by others’ perceptions.
The narrator states, “I became aware that my voice—as long as I did not deliberately sing
underneath the volume of the piano—had something charismatic in it, drawing people in” (Smith
25). The narrator has the capacity to unify people around her and her own ideas though her
perspective. She filters light for herself and others when she embraces her artistry.
Often Lily’s and the narrator’s perspectives are masked by others’ perceptions and
opinions. In To the Lighthouse, Charles Tansley masks Lily’s authentic self by stifling her
creativity through his belittling comments. He often tells her she cannot paint or write as a
woman (Woolf 48). His comments frustrate Lily though she does not allow them to inhibit her
artistic expression. While at the dinner party Tansley “(sat opposite to her with his back to the
window precisely in the middle of view)” (Woolf 85). Charles Tansley interupts Lily’s thought
process even while Lily is removed from her place in front of her canvas. He clouds her
judgment and makes her contemplate her choices. He never desires to go to the lighthouse.
Rather, he is content with his own perspective. However, Lily reframes her perspective of
Tansley by viewing him as a dignified person while at the dinner party. She does not let him
stifle her creativity but rather separates his demeaning comments from his human dignity.
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Smith also presents a connection between art and shadows. In Swing Time, the narrator’s
friend Tracey is masked while she dances. Often the narrator is not her authentic self while she is
with Tracey. Early on the narrator is overshadowed by Tracey who is content being a shadow
herself. For instance, Tracey imitates the dancers the narrator and she watched on television
when they were children. As a result, the narrator concludes that Tracey “was not really a person
at all, but rather a shadow” (Smith 429). Tracey’s appropriation of dance prompts the narrator’s
contemplation about authentic artistry. The narrator does not let her childhood friend cloud her
artistic vision. She matures and separates herself from Tracey.
In To the Lighthouse, Lily experiences an epiphany once she returns to the vacation
house after time passes. She realizes that her art may be shadowed in the dark and dingy attic,
but it is still of immense value and an indication of her authentic vision. Her vision does not
depend on validation or affirmation from others. Rather, she is content with the lens she uses to
filter her observations daily. Lily’s contentment with her own vision is revealed when she denies
Mr. Ramsay the pity that he needs to be content (Woolf 150). Additionally, Lily is content with
her vision as she watches James, Cam, and Mr. Ramsay journey to the lighthouse. Once again,
Lily views the family from afar and benefits from a distanced perspective.
Like Lily, the narrator contemplates the shadowed existence of artists from afar. While
in Paris, the narrator explains how artists and musicians become “no longer shadows but people
in their own right . . . I wondered how these people were able to tell, so precisely, the moment
they began to feel like a person” (Smith 428). The narrator is no longer shadowed by other
people. She views her literal shadow extend beyond her. Her expansive shadow indicates selfdirection and perspective.
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Throughout Woolf’s and Smith’s novels, Lily and the narrator recognize interplay
between shadow and light. The light and shadows reveal that ordinary moments collectively
develop the characters’ visions. Each woman filters her experiences through numerous
influences. Eventually, only Lily’s and the narrator’s own shadows extend beyond them. These
self-shadows create clear artistic visions that enable each woman to discern and filter her
experience.

V.

Conclusion: The Process of Identity Formation
Thus far, each woman’s confidence in her identity has grown throughout the sorting

process learned from her participation in or her recognition of artistic expression. Lily and the
narrator begin to value their perspectives immensely and express these perspectives most
authentically in spaces where they feel secure.
In To the Lighthouse, Lily’s identity is most authentic when she is seated behind her easel
at a distance from the Ramsay house. The lighthouse and the sea reside behind her. The
Ramsays’ house sits in her line of sight. In her position, Lily has the freedom to filter her own
vision. However, her identity becomes influenced by others’ perspectives that do not parallel her
own when Mr. Bankes, Charles Tansley, Mrs. Ramsay, or Mr. Ramsay enter her space. Lily’s
vision is unique and thus her identity is as well. She eventually begins to vocalize her vision to
Mr. Bankes. He takes a moment to appreciate her sorting of the scene before them as Mrs.
Ramsay reads to James (Woolf 52). Mr. Bankes’s appreciation does not validate Lily’s artistic
vision, but his openness to her perspective encourages her. Lily enters a safe space once again
with Mr. Bankes present in her line of view.
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Lily’s safe spaces for identity development increase once she returns to the Isle of the
Skye after ten years (Woolf 147). Distance from the Ramsay family and her art aid her identity
development. Lily is confident in her decision to finish her painting (Woolf 147). She does not
hesitate to pick up her brush and paint the canvas of her past. She recognizes that her identity is a
work in progress much like her painting. Once she completes the painting of Mrs. Ramsay and
James, she will likely start another painting. Each of Lily’s experiences and observations
contribute to her identity. Her artistic filter allows her vision to remain stable and she uses her
filter mediate her experiences.
In Swing Time, the narrator feels free to express herself when not impeded by her role
models’ perspectives. The narrator must accept her identity and take confidence in her own
vision once the narrator’s mother dies and the narrator no longer works for Aimee. Throughout
her life she glimpses moments of safety and security that allow free expression of her identity.
For instance, the narrator freely expresses herself while distanced from her mother during
adulthood. The narrator’s authentic identity is also seen while she and Aimee sit in “the Heath,”
the London park located near her childhood home. The local park is a place the narrator feels
comfortable, and she often made her way back to the Heath by instinct (Smith 106). Then, the
narrator encounters a safe space and a “lightness” throughout her conversations with Hawa, a
middle-class African girl (Smith 221-222). The narrator feels known and understood in these
spaces. As a result, the narrator’s identity develops gradually. Her identity is firmly rooted in her
English and Jamaican backgrounds and the cultures she experiences throughout her life. The
narrator recognizes identity is a process by the end of the novel.
Lily’s and the narrator’s gradual sorting leads to confidence and trust in their unique
visions by the end of each novel. Additionally, the women develop the ability to view their
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experiences from the perspectives of others. The narrator is a narrator. She explains the
perspectives of her mother, Tracey, Aimee, Hawa, and Rakim. Similarly, Lily understands the
perspectives of Mr. Bankes, Mr. Ramsay, Mrs. Ramsay, and Mr. Tansley. Throughout the
process of being other-centered, the women do not lose their own lenses. As children develop,
they begin to see the world from others’ perspectives. They grow out of their initial egocentric
tendencies. Many characters in To The Lighthouse and Swing Time remain self-centered.
However, Lily and the narrator glimpse their next steps which involves sorting others’
viewpoints from their own. The women are equipped to continue the art of sorting throughout
their lives.
At the end of To the Lighthouse Lily states, “I have had my vision” (Woolf 209). Lily
indicates she has completed her painting when she places her brush down. She takes confidence
in her own vision regardless of external validation. However, Lily values continual revision.
Though she has completed the individual painting, she is not done painting her experiences. She
will pick up her brush once again to revise her past painting or to create a new one. Lily’s
completed painting and her next painting are connected much like her identity is developed from
consistent sorting of experiences she encounters daily.
As the narrator anticipates her mother’s death, she must apply her sorting experiences to
this moment of uncertainty. She states, “there might be something else I could offer, something
simpler, more honest between my mother’s idea of salvation and nothing at all” (Smith 453).
This is the narrator’s epiphany: ordinary moments illuminate meaningfulness. These same
moments give the narrator a progressively clearer vision. The narrator glimpses “everybody
dancing” (Smith 453) on Tracey’s balcony as an ordinary moment of profound impact. Once the
narrator realizes she can dance freely she has not reached identity completion. Rather, she
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understands her next step of identity development. She trusts her artistic lens. The narrator
glimpses clarity and stability through her own vision.
However, one’s identity is never complete. Lily’s and the narrator’s identities constantly
develop, though the core remains stable. Lily displays the necessity of revision throughout her
painting process. Lily and the narrator have learned to fine tune their artistic visions throughout
the novel. The women improved their ability to sort through their fragmented experiences and
they acquired confidence in the worth of their sorting processes. They both remain filters through
which light can pass and redirect according to their unique perspectives.
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